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THE FIRST SUNDAY IN LENT

FAITH SONGS FOR LIFE RHYTHMS

Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah:
Singing through Temptation

Genesis 2:15-17; Matthew 4:1-11

It is Lent.  I certainly don’t expect you to cheer.  Not everyone likes Lent
because it is sometimes misunderstood as a somber and depressing time. 
Certainly it is a time for looking within ourselves and examining our faith, yet
Lent is anything but depressing.  Lent is a journey of faith that has as its
destination the great celebration of Easter.  Just as the extra hour of daylight
reminds us that spring is on its way, so each day of Lent brings us closer to
Easter.

Lent is an experience which immerses us in Jesus’ sojourn in the
wilderness as he took time to sort things out before beginning his ministry. 
Lent is also a journey which parallels Jesus’ journey from Galilee to
Jerusalem.  In addition, we are reminded of Israel’s journey through the
wilderness, a trip lasting over forty years as they made their way from Egypt
to the Promised Land.

In Jesus’ day–as well as before and after–pilgrims made their way to
Jerusalem to worship once a year at the temple.  As they walked, they often
sang songs of faith, psalms that voiced their hope, spoke their frustrations,
and affirmed their faith.  As we journey toward Easter this season, we do so
with song.  It is often said that Baptists are “people of the Book,” meaning that
the Bible is our guide for our faith and worship.  For that reason, we have no
separate prayer book.  We do, however, have our hymnals, which in many
ways serve as our worship book.  The hymns we sing tell stories, reflect
experiences, teach theology, encourage missions, motivate service, and
praise God.  As we have experienced this morning, our hymns speak our
faith.  Throughout this season we will look to our hymns for inspiration and
help.

What better hymn, then, for beginning this journey than “Guide Me, O
Thou Great Jehovah”?  Written in 1745 by William Williams, a Welsh lay
preacher, this hymn is a favorite the world over.  In fact, in Wales and
throughout Great Britain, this hymn is treated as an unofficial national anthem
and is often sung at important gatherings like coronations and weddings as



well as at less solemn events such as rugby and soccer matches.  Thus its
impact is felt across all facets of life.  Listen to the familiar words and imagine
the scenes they paint:

Guide me, O thou great Jehovah, pilgrim through this barren land;
I am weak, but thou art mighty; hold me with thy powerful hand.
Bread of heaven, bread of heaven, feed me till I want no more;
feed me till I want no more.
Open now the crystal fountain, whence the healing stream doth flow;
let the fire and cloudy pillar lead me all my journey through.
Strong Deliverer, strong Deliverer, be thou still my strength and shield;
be thou still my strength and shield.

When I tread the verge of Jordan, bid my anxious fears subside;
bear me through the swelling current; land me safe on Canaan's side.
Songs of praises, songs of praises, I will ever give to thee;
I will ever give to thee.1

Do you see the Hebrew children trekking through the desert, weakened
by hunger, and weary with walking?  Do you sense their worry and doubt?  Do
you see them refreshed by manna–“bread of heaven,”–and water from the
“crystal fountain” that flowed when Moses struck a rock with his staff?  Do you
see them standing on the east side of the Jordan River, ready to enter the
Promised Land, excited but anxious, eager to get to “Canaan’s side” but
fearful of the “swelling current”?  Over the thousands of years since that
journey, God’s children have looked back upon the Hebrews’ experience as
proof of God’s help throughout life.  Guide me, O thou great Jehovah!

I wonder if you can also see Jesus’ sojourn in the wilderness in this
hymn?  Perhaps, if we listen closely enough, we might even hear echos of our
own journey through life.

I have to believe that as Jesus spent those long days and nights in the
wilderness, he must have reflected on the experience of the Israelites in the
desert.  As he dealt with hunger, thirst, dangers, and temptations, the
parallels with his ancestors must have crossed his mind.

Matthew tells us that after his baptism in the River Jordan, Jesus was
led into the wilderness by the Spirit.  We have no other details as to what
happened, but I like John Milton’s take on how Jesus got into the wilderness. 
In his poem Paradise Regained, Milton, the 17th century poet and teacher,

1William Williams, “Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah,” 1745.
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imagines that following his baptism, Jesus returned to the village of Bethabara
where he had been staying.  One day he went for a walk as he contemplated
his life and his future ministry.  Lost in his thoughts, Jesus soon wandered
outside the village and before long found himself beyond familiar boundaries. 
Nevertheless, focused upon his ministry, and led by the Spirit, Jesus
continued to walk into the wilderness as he reflected, planned, and prayed.2

Right off the bat we are there with Jesus.  How often do we get lost in
our thoughts as we work through some problem or opportunity that occupies
our minds?  And how often do we stray outside our comfortable boundaries
when we are not paying attention?  I remember wandering off the familiar path
years ago in the Blue Ridge Mountains.  I got caught up in the beauty of a fall
afternoon and before I knew it, what had been a familiar path going in one
direction, turned out to be no path at all when I turned around.  How easily we
get lost in our thoughts, in our dreams, in our worries, in our life
circumstances.  We find ourselves in some wilderness, hungry, tired, and
vulnerable.  That is often when temptation arises.

It was that way for Jesus.  When he was focused upon his prayers and
preparations, he was not bothered by temptation.  When his work was
accomplished, however, when he was tired and hungry and vulnerable, the
Tempter arrived.  We are told that Jesus was tempted three times and these
three temptations are powerfully familiar to us.  He was tempted with meeting
physical needs and cravings, proving his faith, and with wealth, power, and
influence.  Any of those things sound familiar?

The first temptation was clearly understandable.  For a long time Jesus
had been in the wilderness without food.  He was hungry and the Tempter,
poking at his greatest strength which was being the Son of God, suggested
that he might want to use some of that divine power and turn a few stones into
bread.  After all, who would know way out here in the wilderness?

One of the great gifts God has given us is that we are alive to all of the
wonders of the world.  We have eyes to see roses and rainbows, ears to hear
birds and choirs sing, tongues to taste the sweetest fruits and spiciest dishes,
noses to smell the freshness of rain and the earthiness of life, and hands to
feel all of the marvelous textures of creation.  Those gifts can also be dangers
to us.  The sun can damage our eyes if we look directly at it.  Loud noises can
damage our hearing and some foods are not especially healthy for us. 
Noxious fumes can be dangerous and not all that we touch is safe.

2John Milton, Paradise Regained in John Milton: The Major Works, Stephen Orgel and Jonathan
Goldberg, eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 623-626, ll.183-313.
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One of the challenges of faith is balancing our appetite for all that is
good in the world and refraining from those things which are harmful to us. 
We generally know the difference.  Right or wrong is not usually a question. 
More often than not it is simply a choice.  Jesus was hungry and weak and
needed nourishment.  Even if his divine gifts were misused just a bit, would
it really hurt anything if he were nourished in the long run?

Turning to our hymn of the day, we find encouragement in the words we
sing:

Guide me, O thou great Jehovah, pilgrim through this barren land;
I am weak, but thou art mighty; hold me with thy powerful hand.
Bread of heaven, bread of heaven, feed me till I want no more;
feed me till I want no more.

The reminder in this hymn is that God guides us through life and will
provide what we need.  In our weakness, when we are tempted to satisfy our
desires in ways that we know are not healthy or beneficial, moral or legal, we
turn to God to nourish us with his Spirit.  Jesus refused to misuse his God-
given gifts to satisfy a temporary desire.  Just as God provided nutrition for
the Hebrews as they sojourned in the desert, so Jesus knew that God would
provide for him.  He refused to pervert his powers.  Bread of heaven, feed me
till I want no more.

The second temptation was even craftier for it was aimed directly at
Jesus’ faith.  “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written,
‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ and ‘On their hands they will
bear you up, so you will not dash your foot against a stone.’”  In other words,
show me your faith.  Prove to me that you believe what you say.  Take the
leap of faith you are going to call others to take.  Prove here and now that you
believe God is real.

Our faith is tested every day in a variety of ways.  Sometimes we are
prodded to take unreasonable steps to prove that we trust God.  Sometimes, 
other believers push us to prove our faith in order to meet their own needs. 
Jesus was challenged to prove his own faith by pushing God out on a limb.

We do not do ourselves or God any favors when we use our faith to
prove a point.  To do so places the focus upon us and our insecurities rather
than upon God and his strength.  When we are tempted to misuse our faith,
we might well sing out loud:
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Open now the crystal fountain, whence the healing stream doth
flow; let the fire and cloudy pillar lead me all my journey through.
Strong Deliverer, strong Deliverer, be thou still my strength and
shield; be thou still my strength and shield.

God has already proved his faithfulness to us over and over.  As God
used the pillar of fire at night and the cloud by day to remind the Israelites on
their journey that he was with them, so God provides multiple reminders each
day that we are not alone.  We have scripture to tell us the stories of God’s
faithfulness to us.  We have fellow believers to stand with us and encourage
us.  We have the church to be the place where our faith is nurtured, 
challenged, and fortified among other believers who want the best for us.  We
do not have to test God in order to prove our faith.  We rejoice in the strength
God gives to us and draw on his protection to see us through our temptations. 
Strong Deliverer, be thou still my strength and shield.

The third temptation of Jesus was, perhaps, the most brilliant for it
struck at the heart of what so many of us struggle with: wealth and power and
influence.  Taking Jesus up to a high mountain, the Tempter showed him all
the kingdoms of the world.  Knowing how Jesus worried over the oppression
his people suffered from the Romans, he was offered dominion over all the
earth.  All he had to do was worship the Tempter.

In his poem, Paradise Regained, Milton allows us into a meeting
between Satan and his minions as they discuss tempting Jesus.  Belial, one
of the fallen angels, suggests that Satan find beautiful young women to tempt
the Savior.  The Tempter points out, however, that not everyone is like his
fallen friend.  More strident temptations are needed for someone like Jesus. 
He had already tried temptations of the flesh and knew that Jesus was not
vulnerable in that respect.3

Most of us are vulnerable when it comes to our place in the world and
the influence we have.  Many a head has been turned with a fancy title and
plump paycheck or with promises of glory to come.  In exchange for unlimited
influence over earthly affairs, the Tempter asked for Jesus’ worship.

It is when we get our priorities out of order and place our full energy and
attention on things that are not lasting, that we get into trouble.  Sometimes
we are already in trouble when those promises of wealth, power, and fame
are dangled in front of our eyes.  It is then, in the maelstrom of desire and
panic, that we ought to sing:

3Milton, 635-637, ll. 147-234.
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When I tread the verge of Jordan, bid my anxious fears subside;
bear me through the swelling current; land me safe on Canaan's
side.  Songs of praises, songs of praises, I will ever give to thee;
I will ever give to thee.

Before we step into rushing waters that may sweep us away, we need
to be certain that our faith is fixed securely on God.  God has promised to
stand with us, to hold us up, and to help us through whatever struggles come
our way.  Only when we rely upon God’s guidance will we have the
confidence to do what is right and the courage to make the best decisions.

John Milton was convinced that when Jesus overcame his temptations,
when he beat the Tempter at his own game, that God’s paradise was
restored.  Certainly in our own lives, we know that when we do rely upon God
for guidance, when we pray for strength, and when we act in courage
supported by the grace of God we feel as if all is right with the world.  When
we do the right thing God affirms us and reminds us that we have chosen the
life he desires for us, one in which we seek justice and righteousness and
devotion to God.

Guide me, O thou great Jehovah, pilgrim through this barren land;
I am weak, but thou art mighty; hold me with thy powerful hand.
Bread of heaven, bread of heaven, feed me till I want no more;
feed me till I want no more.

During this Lenten season, let us seek God’s guidance in all the
tempting situations of life and discover that all of our true needs are met along
the way.  Amen.
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March 9, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Far more often than we like to admit, we find ourselves in the position
of our first parents and succumb to the temptations that we know should be
beyond our reach.  We jeopardize all of the good you have placed in our lives,
and we put at risk all that is precious to us.  Whether we stumble or walk
headlong into temptation’s path, O God, get us quickly back on the right path.

We realize how much we need you, O God.  You have blessed us with
a world rich in resources, but we have been selfish and exploited the earth. 
You have provided us with all we need, but we have been greedy and not
appreciated the value of your goodness.  You have surrounded us with people
who care about us, but we have been self-centered and not returned the love
that has so freely been offered us.

We need you, O God, for we are weak of heart and mind.  Grant us
resolve to remain faithful to you and one another.  Give us the desire to do
what is right.  Enlarge our world-view so that we are not narrow-minded, and
expand our experience so that we do not think that our understanding is the
only way to view life.

We need you, O Lord, for we are weak in body.  Our illnesses and
diseases often get the best of us.  Partner with our physicians to bring us
healing.  Guide our research to discover new cures.  Increase our
compassion so that we might serve one another’s needs in more meaningful
ways.  And help us so to live that when our days on this earth are complete
we might die with the assurance that we have lived well.

We need you, O God, for we are weak in spirit.  Enable us to open our
hearts and our minds to allow you to dwell within us.  Help us to see the world
through your eyes and to offer our hands to do your work in the world.  Draw
us closer to you and so enliven us with your Spirit that our lives take on new
energy and our purpose matches yours.

We need you, O Lord, for our world is fragile and we have not learned
to get along.  Cause the tyrants of this world to back down from their need to
gain prestige through the oppression of other people.  Prevent the despots
from acting out their hatred on the lives of innocents.  Keep those of us who
are apathetic from shirking our responsibility for those most vulnerable in our
world.  And help us all to live more fully as your children and sisters and
brothers to one another.

We need you, O Lord, every hour, every day.  We need you.  Amen.


